The same postal delivery brought me the copy of Brian Edwards' book that I had ordered at my own expense and a copy accompanying the request to contribute this review. Willingness to cough up one's own money guarantees a feeling of objectivity in reviewing-so I agreed to do it. This is in fact the second edition of the book. It was originally published by the Nuffield Provincial Hospitals Trust in 1993 as a monograph under the Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother Fellowship. This new paperback edition is described as 'fully updated'-a statement that is not altogether justified.
The book really contains four distinct elements. The first of these is a diary of key events, printed on grey paper for ready access, and an excellent crib sheet for the student. The second element is a remarkably concise description of the first 28 years of the NHS in 19 well-crafted pages. Though cryptic, it is satisfying and remarkably comprehensive.
The third element covers the history of events from 1974 to (almost) the present day much more comprehensively at 10 times the length of the earlier section. Finally, there is a short chapter at the end on 'Issues, Ideals and the Future', where Brian moves from commentator to speculator.
I want to comment particularly on the content of these last two sections.
The fuller description of the last 20 years of the NHS naturally reflects the fact that the author has been at a senior level in NHS management throughout that time. He was thus able to bring his personal recollection of events into play. Looking at the events he has chosen to cover, and the space he has allocated to them, it is clear that he has been influenced very much by the sort of issues that crossed his desk during this time. I happened to be reading Nicholas Timmins' riveting Five Giants ifthe Welfare State at the same time, and it was instructive to contrast the issues which Nicholas, who is much more of a Whitehall-oriented commentator, chose to regard as significant compared with Brian's selection. Brian's selection is more managerial in tone, displays an interest in managers as individuals which is very reflective of the networks within which he as a regional general manager moved, and he gives a Trent and West Midlands perspective-again perfectly natural. In these respects, I think he fully justifies the subsidiary element 'a manager's tale' in his title.
I fear, however, that this observation also brings out the limitations of his approach. If one was sitting in a helicopter trying to pick out all of the significant events that had framed the development of the NHS over that period, the focus would have been different. To illustrate the point, the whole issue of the London debate following Tomlinson is covered in three pages, less space than is given to the Public Accounts Committee (PAC) criticisms of Wessex and West Midlands. The political significance of events in London was much greater-ask the then Secretary of State-and the decision to give greater attention to the PAC areas reflects a very managerial perspective.
Brian's views on the future generated comment when the latest edition was published. The controversy mainly focused on his examination of the idea of an independent NHS Board or Corporation. In fact on close reading Brian examines the pros and cons in a way which suggests that he learned quickly how to think, not like a manager, but like a civil servant. The greater part of his discussion concerns views which others have expressed. He talks about 'reopening the debate' but goes on to observe that it would be 'wrong to pretend this would be a straightforward or easy debate'. He suggests that: 'an NHS corpora-tion would never have tolerated the steady and inexorable decline in the health services in London. It would have acted decisively... much as other public sector boards have done as they move away from the centre of politics. '
No doubt Derek Lewis, who had troubles with the Home Secretary over the management of the Prison Service, would heartily concur in arguing for a greater distance from politicians. Frankly, however, the aspiration seems even more unreal in the NHS than in the Prison Service.
Overall, I found much in the content of this book to commend. However, my enjoyment was undermined in two respects.
First, it is nothing like as good a book as Nicholas Timmins'. Secondly, I was irritated by frequent editorial slackness. I mentioned earlier that the new edition is not really 'fully updated'. The conclusion from the first edition, 'This manager's tale ends in 1992', survives, despite visible endeavours in the text to reflect events into 1995. Such a silly slip ought not to have been overlooked by Brian and his co-authors. Unfortunately, it is not an isolated failure. Examples (but by no means a comprehensive list) that irritated me were the random use of reported or present tense in the last three pages of the diary of key events, and the anonymized reference to Sir John Harvey-Jones as 'one prominent industrialist' on one page, despite the fact that at several other points he is quoted openly.
Should a third edition of this publication be mooted, and after all 1998 is likely to see a spate of books reviewing the first 50 years of the NHS from different perspectives, I would hope that a more ruthless approach to editing will be adopted.
